
 

Earn the Right to Win:            

How Success in Any Field Starts 

with Superior Preparation 

By Tom Coughlin  

Book Notes by Bert DeSalvo 

Introduction – Prepare to Win 

“Achieving any goal begins with through preparation.” (p. 2) 

“Having a structure to rely on means that when my teams have reached our goal, we can look 

back at the steps we took along the way to get there. And do it again.” (p. 3) 

 Can repeat the process! 

 Schedules, lists (lists of lists) 

 Systematic approach to success 

“Preparation creates confidence.” (p. 6) 

“Details count.” (p. 9) 

“There is no discussion about methods. The team is my responsibility.” (p. 10) 

 Nobody is above the team – Follow the rules 

 Rules provide a framework 

Chapter 1 – Build the Structure 

A. Set a Goal  

 

“My basic philosophy has always been simple and direct: Create an environment and provide the 

direction necessary to allow our players to perform to the best of their ability, which will lead 

directly to success.” (p. 17) 

 

“Creating a structure in which winning is the expectation rather than the hope is a long-term 

proposition.” (p.17) 

 

“The important thing is to make progress, recognize these needs that have to be addressed, and 

make a plan to do that.” (p. 17) 

 

“Once you establish your goal you can’t take your focus off of your objective.” (p. 18) 

 Sends wrong message 

 Competition 

 

 

 

 



B. Know What You Have to Work With 

 

“The best place to begin your preparation is to honestly assess the existing situation: How deep 

in the mud are you? What is the current status of your organization?” (p. 21) 

 

 Starts with critical self-appraisal; Don’t blame others – “We can’t improve 

without realistic self-appraisal.” (p. 22) 

 What’s your situation?  

- RIT/Jax – Blank Slates  

- Boston College/NY Giants – Losing Teams 

 Coughlin saw NYG as a loss of pride 

- His goal was to restore pride “by being firm, fair, honest and demanding 

and by paying close attention to our preparation.” (p. 24) 

 

C. Create a Structure 

 

 Establish priorities (Coaching, staff, roster, etc.) 

 “Create an overall culture that would govern everything.” (p. 24) 

- Philosophy ensures consistency of purpose and action  “Allows us to 

move forward together.” (p. 24) 

Coughlin’s Philosophy: 

“Structure and organized. A program in which everyone knows their responsibilities and that 

they will be held accountable for the job they were hired to do. It isn’t complicated; it’s pretty 

much black and white: This is how things are going to be done, and if you can’t do it this way, 

we’re going to find somebody who can.” (p. 26) 

“Consistency, reliability, and determination guarantee progress.”  

 Need buy in  Consistency provides this 

 Know expectations  Explain them clearly 

 Have confidence  Structure will not change 

 

“The Structure is a statement: This is who we are, this is what we do, and this is the way we do 

it.” (p. 27) 

“Once you’ve set up a system with clear goals you also have to make a commitment to 

consistency.” (p. 27) 

 Stick to it – Even under duress 

 To make it work you must stay the course (after setting a goal, assessing the 

situation and building a system) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



D. Establish the Rules and Enforce Them 

 

“The culture of an organization is defined by its rules.” (p. 32) 

 Must be sensible, realistic and timely 

 Clearly stated  No gray areas – “Everything needs to be spelled out, with no 

room for interpretation.” (p. 33) 

 Have other purposes too 

- “Designed to bring the team together, create a professional 

atmosphere/environment in which we can get all of our work done with a 

minimum of distraction, and help develop pride in the organization.” (p. 

33) 

 Setting rules helps you find out who is committed to the program and who isn’t 

Examples of Coughlin’s Rules: 

1. Be on time every time 

2. Know your assignments of the field 

3. Conduct yourself like a professional on and off the field 

4. Demonstrate pride in our organization 

5. Respect your teammates 

6. Pay complete attention in our meetings 

 

“When I set the rules I always felt it was better to start out with a firm set, and then, if the 

situation warranted it, make the necessary adjustments.” (p. 34) 

 

“As a leader, your credibility depends completely on the way you enforce the rules you’ve made. 

For them to have any value, they have to apply equally to everyone.” (p. 37) 

 

“The day you don’t enforce your rules you might as well just do away with them.” (p. 38) 

 

“When you don’t enforce the rules, people begin to lose respect for you.” (p. 38) 

 

“If you are in a leadership position in any organization, in any job, and you compromise 

principles the first time you face adversity, you’ll lose all your credibility.” (p. 40) 

 

“Once again, ‘earning the right to win’ means making a difficult or even unpopular decision and 

sticking to it.” (p. 40) 

 

“The principles and values that form the cornerstone of our beliefs cannot be compromised.” (p. 

40) 

 

E. Be Resilent 

 

“There will be times when we all have to overcome adversity – but we believe adversity makes us 

stronger.” (p. 41) (i.e. injuries = ‘next man up’) 

 

“If you manage to overcome that many obstacles to your goal, you have earned the right to win.” 

(p. 45) 



F. Build an Organization with Character 

“The key to building a system that functions smoothly is to find people who share your vision, 

hire them, and allow them to do their job.” (p. 45) 

 Have to hire people who will carry out your vision/philosophy 

 The better your people, the better the organization will be 

“The success of the program will rise or fall on the ability, initiative, imagination, and 

determination of the members of our staff.” (p. 46) 

Coughlin looks for: 

1. Great All-American work ethic 

a. Know the demands of the job 

b. Go beyond this! 

2. Commitment (players move to Jax – Means all in!) 

3. Enthusiasm 

“Character-based, valued centered philosophy has always been the backbone of my 

organization.” (p. 47) 

“Character is essential.” (p. 50) 

 Coughlin conducts interviews w/free agents, coaches, draftees to get to know 

them as people 

“You want to work with dedicated people you can depend on to be there when things get tough. 

The more of those good character people you have in key positions the better chance you have to 

succeed.” (p. 51) 

“Character also accelerates the growth of talent.” (p. 51) [JPP] 

“We find the complainers and the whiners, the people who aren’t willing to put in long hours, 

the people more interested in self-promotion than the success of the team and get rid of them as 

quickly as possible.” (p. 53) 

“Sometimes you just need to get rid of a bad apple. Cutting those people really will cut your 

losses. Anyone who is serious about building a long-term program has had to do this.” (p. 54) 

“No one is irreplaceable.” (p. 55) 

G. Delegate Authority 

 

“A success coach or manager delegates responsibility and allows people he/she trusts to do their 

job.” (p. 56) 

 

 Ultimate responsibility is on the head coach though 

 

 

 



Chapter 2 – The Time of Your Life: Scheduling 

“Everyone of has the same 60 minutes every hour, 168 hours every week, 52 weeks every year to 

fill. How you chose to fill that time will be the difference between success and failure.” (p. 60) 

“You earn the right to win by using your time more productively and effectively than your 

competition.” (p. 60) 

A. Use Time Effectively 

 

“Being on time has to be a priority.” (p. 62) 

 

“If you can’t be ready to go on Coughlin Time, then it seems to me you aren’t completely 

committed to the process.” (p. 63) 

 Penalties for being late 

 Coughlin non-negotiable 

 

B. Make a Schedule and Follow It 

 

Make Schedules (p. 64) 

 Everyone on same page 

 Players can rely on it 

 Operate efficiently and on time 

 Contingency schedules (lock out) 

 Not very flexible; Don’t deviate 

 Provides consistency 

 No peaks and valleys; no highs and lows 

 Alleviates anxiety 

 

C. Long-Term Planning 

 

“The actions you take a year or more in advance can have as much impact on the outcome as 

what you do the day before.” (p. 68) 

 

Re: Luxury of time with fledgling Jacksonville organization 

- “I tried instead to inject immediately and intensity into our preparation.” 

(p. 69) 

Jacksonville process during year before inaugural season 

- Mock draft 

- Mock scouting of NFL games/personnel 

- Mock practice schedules 

- Scout college games (in-person) 

 

 

 

 

 



D. Stay Prepared For an Unexpected Opportunity 

 

“You don’t ‘find’ time, you can’t ‘make’ time – all you can do is ‘spend’ time.” (p. 71) 

 

“Success is what happens when opportunity meets preparation.” (NOT luck) (p. 74) 

 

After Coughlin fired in Jacksonville:  

- “How well I used my time would determine my future.” (p. 75) 

Made schedule and stuck to it 

 NFL Combine 

 Training Camps          WAS RESOURCEFUL! 

 Watch College Football         TOOK NOTES – STAYED READY! 

 Watch NFL Football           

 Watch Coaches Tape                      WAS PREPARING FOR NEXT JOB 

 

Worked from home so had to be mindful of distractions  Take his own advice 

Syracuse “can’t find keys” interview story  “Always take your job seriously but not yourself!” 

(p. 80) 

Chapter 3 – Success is in the Details 

“Knowledge is the heartbeat of preparation.” (p. 81) 

“The amount of information you can provide to your people will be directly proportional to your 

success.” (p. 81) 

“No one will be better prepared than we are.” (p. 81) 

“No one is going to know more about us than we know about them.” (p. 81) 

A. Learn the Details 

 

1. Gather information from all possible sources 

2. Determine your and your opponents strengths and weaknesses 

3. Figure out how to pit your strengths versus your opponents weaknesses 

 

 Details matter! 

“No matter how much you learn, there will always be something more.” (p. 83) 

Coughlin does not want to be surprised 

“We know we are giving our players a lot more information than many of them can absorb, and 

that is fine.” (p. 87) 

As a position coach, Coughlin broke down requirements of the position into smaller skills then 

worked on each one of them separately 

“No matter what you’re trying to accomplish, details can make the difference.” (p. 88) 



Jacksonville film room: How far was the first row in relationship to the screen?  Researched 

what other teams do – “Everything counts” (p. 89) 

“Knowing the details can sometimes let you challenge the conventional wisdom.” (p. 90) 

 West Coast games  Sleeping 

**Information = Reason behind decisions 

- Can respond to players with accurate information 

- Players respect this because they want you to improve them 

 

B. Study the Numbers 

 

“Every team has access to the same numbers, so they real art is how you use them.” (p.94) 

- Numbers have to be interpreted  “Reason for every statistic; 

understanding why is essential.” (p. 94) 

- Look at own numbers 

“A player who believes he is prepared is a confident player, and a confident player will play 

better.” (p. 95) 

“Knowledge builds confidence.” (p. 96) 

“Game plan was built from a thousand details.” (p. 96) 

C. Study Your Competition 

 

How Coughlin studies opponents:  

 cut-ups 

 entire games (need context)  

 multiple angles (Look at feet  Attack feet) 

 Value live scouting 

“You have to gather every possible scrap of information about that competition and use it to 

create your winning strategy.” (p. 99) 

D. Make a Big Deal About the Small Things 

“Creating a first-class organization requires doing everything at a first-class level.” (p. 102) 

“If you allow people to get lazy or sloppy about the small things, eventually they will begin taking 

the big things for granted, and that attitude will pervade the entire system.” (p. 102) 

“Our appearance is representative of our pride and professionalism.” (p. 102) 

Coffee quality was excellent after first day at Jacksonville training camp. Bad at first, got it 

changed after 1st day to make it top of the line. Sent message to players. 

“Create a professional environment, a place where players and coaches want to come, a place 

where the only thing they have to worry about is doing their job.” (p. 104) 

“In anything you do, your ability to focus on the details and bring them all together will 

determine your success or failure.” (p. 104) 



Chapter 4 – Communication 

“Success begins with communication.” (p. 105) 

“It isn’t just what you are communicating, it’s also how well you communicate. The right 

message the wrong way has no value.” (p. 105) 

“Earning the right to win requires establishing solid relationships with your fellow workers.”   

(p. 105) 

A. Send a Clear and Positive Message 

 

Wanted to change, but didn’t really know how 

“You can’t ‘act’ differently. Try that, and everyone will see right through you. 

Change has to be real; it has to come from your core.” (p. 108) 

 Kurt Warner’s list to improve – Big one was relationship with the players 

  “Kurt emphasized, I had to stop being so negative.” (p. 109) 

 

Had to learn negativity isn’t the most effective way to communicate 

 

“Mostly, being negative causes resentment and makes it even harder to communicate.” (p. 110) 

 

“I had to learn that I could accomplish a lot more by being reasonable, or even positive.” (p. 110) 

 

“If the effort is good, then a coach’s job is to try to find a way to help them improve the result.” 

(p. 111) 

 

B. Getting Upset Doesn’t Solve the Problem 

 

Don’t yell – New Strategy for Coughlin 

- “What they need is guidance about correcting it to make certain it doesn’t 

happen again.” (p. 111) 

Wanted players to have control on the field, but Coughlin didn’t have control – Not practicing 

what he preached 

On talking to NFL Officials:  

“Keep it on a professional level. You have to be careful in these situations: You want people to 

listen to the point you’re making, not dismiss it because of the way you’re making it.” (p. 113) 

“It’s difficult to present a rational argument when you’re screaming.” (p. 113) 

“You have to show the people around you that you care enough to fight for them.” (p. 114) 

 

 

 



C. Make Changes When it is Necessary – But Stick to Your Core Values 

Adapt behaviors – Show players that you care about them 

 Grandchildren stop in 

 Casino Night 

 Bowling Night 

“You can’t expect to succeed by doing the same things the same way when the world 

around you is changing. I had to learn that.” (p. 117) 

D. Learn to Listen 

“Positive communication requires that you listen to other people.” (p. 118) 

Met with reporters 1-on-1 

Reporters told Coughlin that he didn’t care about their jobs – Try saying reporters 

names 

Coughlin practiced: 

 Patience 

 Listening 

 Developed Player Leadership Council 

 Humor 

 Being less predictable 

 

E. Establish Trust 

 

- Listen (Jax onside kick story) 

- Highlight tape music (for player’s satisfaction) 

- Become more tolerant 

 

F. Be Direct  

Don’t waste time 

“When I have something to say, I say it.” (p. 128) 

“I am blunt without being rude. I can do that because everybody knows my goal is the same as 

their: WIN.” (p. 128) 

“I think it’s important to understand how much information each person can comprehend and 

give them as much as they can assimilate.” (p. 129) 

“Part of each assistant coach’s job is knowing just how much information his players’ can 

absorb.” (p. 129) 

 

 

 



Varied communication methods to team so that they get it:

 Lectures 

 Video 

 Powerpoint 

 Demonstration 

 Testing 

 Jog-through 

Sticky note vs. email 

“Sometimes, as I learned, earning the right to win requires taking a hard and honest look at the 

way you’re doing things and admitting that you have to make changes. My message hasn’t 

changed, but the way I communicate it has. And that has made a significant difference, both in 

my effectiveness as a coach and the quality of our working environment – which translates into 

winning.” (p. 131) 

Chapter 5 – Motivation 

“A leader’s job is to motivate his people to give their best possible effort all the time.” (p. 132) 

A. Pride is the Foundation of Motivation 

“Motivation is an art and an instinct.” (p. 133) 
- Wooden quote 
- Eisenhower quote 

 
“As a leader you can motivate your entire team as a single unit or you can motivate your people 

individually and to some degree there is an overlap – but in both cases the very first thing you 

have to do is build pride: pride in the team and individual pride.” (p. 134) 

“Pride is not given to you, it’s something you earn.” (p. 134) 

Pride 

 Keeps you going at the end of the game 

 Keeps you in the office 
 

“Self-pride is the engine of the self-starter.” (p. 134) 

“We remind them everyday that they are good enough to be part of what we believe is the 

greatest organization in professional sports.” (p. 135) 

“I’ve always discouraged any display of individualism, because our focus is on pride in the team 

(p. 135) 

Privilege to be part of NY Giants; Must live up to the standards 

At Boston College – 6:00am workouts (p. 137) 

To build stamina and mental toughness  Suffering together and survived it  

“Pride is derived from being recognized as the best at whatever you do. Not the second best.”   

(p. 138) 

“You can’t motivate someone by exaggerating their capabilities.” (p. 141) 

“Everybody in the organization has to know that his or her contribution to our success is 

recognized and appreciated.” (p. 143) 



B. Positive and Negative Motivation 

“I am relentless in driving people to be the best they can be. I push my coaching staff to hold 

their players to the highest expectations.” (p. 143) 

“People will lay for their job when it’s threatened.” (p. 143) 

“Motivation is simple. You eliminate those who are not motivated.” – Lou Hotlz (p. 144) 

 Fear works but not for the long term 

 Build a bridge – May need it later 

“It’s human nature: People want to please those they respect because they want to be respected 

in return.” (p. 144) 

Praise – Don’t blame; just correct the mistake (p. 146) 

“Fix the problem; not the blame.” (p. 146) 

“A compliment isn’t a treat; it’s a reward.” (p. 146) 

C. Develop a Theme 

“A theme is nothing more than a concept that identifies who you are and what you want to 

accomplish.” (p. 147) 

“There wasn’t a meeting or practice or a speech the entire season where we failed to hit that 

theme.” (p. 149) 

Coach Jim Tracy, San Francisco University HS Girl XC team video “The Finish Line”: 

https://desalvo99.wordpress.com/2016/03/04/the-finish-line-video/ 

“A theme has to be brief, clear, and concise, a rallying cry that every member of the team can buy 

into.” (p. 147) 

“The reality is that winning builds confidence which leads to more winning.” (p. 151) 

D. Success Motivates Success 

Win in last regular season game, 1st year in Jacksonville 

Coughlin coached in a game in 2011 when he got hurt in a game – “If they could play hurt, I 

certainly could coach hurt.” (p. 154) 

E. Respect Your Competition 

“I’ve always believed it’s more productive to build my team rather than tear down an opponent.” 

(p. 156) 

 

 

 

 

https://desalvo99.wordpress.com/2016/03/04/the-finish-line-video/


F. Inspiration From Outside 

“Every once in a while I invite someone very special to speak to the team.” (p. 157) 

 Lived the message 

 Reinforce team values 

 Don’t do it too often 

 Don’t work in football 

Colonel Greg Gadson (double amputee) 

- Appreciate the opportunities (p. 158) 

- Nothing is promised (p. 159) 

Coughlin’s Saturday Night remarks 

1. Informative 

2. Supportive 

3. Inspirational 

4. Motivational 

“It’s important to know that someone else was in a similar situation – he or she was exhausted or 

down or depressed – and found a way to succeed.” (p. 163) 

Sugar Ray Robinson 

Vince Lombardi  Examples of motivation – Quotes on pages 164-165 

John Dryden 

G. Motivation Through Emotion: The Power of Love 

“Championships are won by teams who love one another.” (p. 167) 

 Love encompasses: respect, dedication, commitment, gratitude, admiration, desire, 

fortitude, teamwork 

“It is motivation that keeps you going until you’ve crossed the line – and as is so important to 

emphasize, it matters who crosses the line with you.” (p. 168) 

Chapter 6 – Hard Work is Good Practice 

“No one should be surprised when hard work results in success.” (p. 169) 

“It is by becoming the best that you can be that you earn the right to win” (p. 169) 

“I take great pride in the fact that my teams work as hard or harder than our competition.”       

(p. 170) 

 

 

 

 



A. Practice is Preparation 

“Practice is the tie and the place in which we build the habits that enable us to succeed.”  (p. 171) 

Ceremonial 1st pitch story – Coughlin practiced pitching from the mound to simulate experience 

so he didn’t bounce it! 

“You earn the right to win on the practice field.” (p. 172) 

“No one should ever put themselves I the position of doing something for the first time, or even 

the second time, when they’re keeping score.” (p. 172) 

“The more time you do something, the better you’re going to be at it.” (p. 1173) 

**Coughlin has never said “It’s only practice.” (p. 173) 

“Practice allows you to acquire, develop, and refine the skills you need to succeed, not just in 

football, but in any aspect of life.” (p. 173) 

“A quality performance is the natural extension of practice.” (p. 173) 

“A good practice is hard work.” (p. 173) 

“Do anything often enough and it becomes instinctive. Repetition is essential.” (p. 174) 

“If people are going to make mistakes, practice is the place to make them…there is no reason for 

anyone to make that same mistake twice. Practice is also the time to improve the fundamentals 

of technique.” (p. 175) 

B. Organization is Essential 

“The goal isn’t to spend a lot of time on the field, but rather to use the time spent on the field 

effectively.” (p. 176) 

Similar to John Wooden’s approach to perfection (i.e. perfection is impossible but striving for 

perfection is not) 

“You begin planning a practice session by determining what you need or want to get done.”      

(p. 177) 

C. Focus 

Concentration line – “Once you crossed that line your focus was on doing your job, and only 

that, until you crossed that line going back (p. 177) 

Regarding practice – “It’s an ongoing process and the repetition builds quality.” (p. 178) 

D. Fundamentals 

“The more facts that are performed correctly, the better the entire activity will be.” (p. 179) 

“Fundamentals have to be worked on every day in order for them to become second nature, then 

you do them naturally.” (p. 179) 

 

 



E. Pay the Price 

“It as the difficulty of getting through those practices that brought us together as a team.”         

(p. 180) 

“I was tough on my players. They discovered they were capable of accomplishing more than they 

had thought possible.” (p. 181) 

 

F. Practice is a Challenge, Not a Choice 

“I didn’t believe practices were supposed to be fun.” (p. 183) 

   Changed in 2007 

“We were competitive in everything we did in practice, and it carried over to the game.” (p. 183) 

“When you are winning, anything can be fun.” (p. 184) 

G. There is No Substitute for Hard Worker 

Boston College win vs. #1 Notre Dame 

  Kicker made kick  Put time in 

Eli Manning putting time in examples 

“Putting in those extra hours, working hard, will make a difference. I guarantee it.” (p. 187) 

Keenan McCardell – 12th round pick – Won’t be denied 

“What I always look for in an individual is an self-starter, someone who doesn’t need to be 

pushed to work a little harder or a little longer to get the task done to their own high standard.” 

(p. 188) 

H. There Are No Shortcuts 

“Success requires doing the job the best way possible, not the quickest way or the easiest way.” 

(189). 

“There are no traffic jams on the extra mile.” (p. 189) – Roger Staubach 

“I’d rather get it done right than quickly.” (p. 189) 

“Efficiency may save you time, but it may cost you quality.” (p. 189-190) 

“Hard work can make up for a lot of shortcomings.” (p. 190) 

I. Sacrifice 

“Winning requires sacrifice.” (p. 190) – You will miss hobbies, family, etc. (p. 191) 

“This is a family business, meaning that every member of a coach’s or player’s family has to be 

understanding of what is required.” (p. 191) 

“You can’t fake interest. If you’re not sincere, they will know it.” (p. 192) 



J. An Opportunity to Change Your Life 

“Practice is where you catch the attention of a coach and earn the opportunity to play.” (p. 192) 

“If you love what you do as much as I do, you’re always looking forward to the next practice.”    

(p. 197) 

K. Lead By Example 

“You don’t have to be big or strong or even smart to work hard. It doesn’t take talent to work 

hard, just desire.” (p. 197) 

L. The Reward For Hard Work 

”Working up a sweat isn’t enough; you have to work with a purpose.” (p. 199) 

“People will eventually respect any leader who brings out the best in them, who makes them 

better, and who they know will always be there to support them when they give their best effort.” 

(p. 200) 

 

 


